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OVERVIEW OF THE CONTINUUMS

Measuring a school’s progress against identified criteria—such as the Education for the Future Continuous

Improvement Continuums—provides a benchmark that schools can use to see if their actions have created the

results they intended. These measures are supported by analyzing data gathered through questionnaires,

performance measures, and observations of the learning environment. When these measures are used on a

regular basis, the data clearly document trends and provide information that assist schools in determining next

steps for improvement.

The seven Education for the Future Continuous Improvement Continuums represent the theoretical flow of

systemic continuous school improvement. The Continuous Improvement Continuums (CICs) take the theory

and spirit of continuous school improvement, interweave educational research, and offer practical meaning

to the components that must change, simultaneously and systematically, throughout the learning

organization.

These Education for the Future Continuous Improvement Continuums, adapted from the Malcolm Baldrige

Award Program for Quality Business Management, provide an authentic means for measuring schoolwide

improvement and growth. Schools use these Continuums as a vehicle for ongoing self-assessment. They use

the results of the assessment to acknowledge their accomplishments, to set goals for improvement, and to keep

school districts and partners apprised of the progress they have made in their continuous school improvement

efforts.

Understanding the Continuums

These Continuums, extending from one to five horizontally, represent a range of expectations related to

continuous school improvement with respect to an Approach to the Continuum, Implementation of the

approach, and the Outcome that results from the implementation. A one rating, located at the left of each

Continuum, represents a school that has not yet begun to improve. Five, located at the right of each

Continuum, represents a school that is one step removed from “world class quality.” The elements between

one and five describe how that Continuum is hypothesized to evolve in a continuously improving school. Each

Continuum moves from a reactive mode to a proactive mode—from fire fighting to prevention. The five in

Approach, Implementation, and Outcome in each Continuum is the target.

Vertically, the Approach, Implementation, and Outcome statements, for any number one through five, are

hypotheses. In other words, the implementation statement describes how the approach might look when

implemented, and the outcome is the“pay-off” for implementing the approach. If the hypotheses are accurate,

the outcome will not be realized until the approach is actually implemented.
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Purpose

Materials

Overview

Target Audience School or district staff.

Time Three hours for the first assessment; 90 minutes for subsequent assessments.

Assessing on the Continuous Improvement Continuums will help staff members see
where their systems are right now with respect to continuous improvement, and
ultimately show that they are making progress over time. The discussion that leads
to consensus is the most valuable piece of this activity. In addition to helping the
entire staff see where the school or district is, the process lays out next steps for
continuous school improvement.

One set of the school or district Continuous Improvement Continuums (CICs),
enlarged to poster size, a copy of the CICs for staff members, chart pad paper,
markers, masking tape or push pins to hang the large Continuums, colored dots,
2x2 self-stick notes, and computer for notetaking. Reserve a room with big blank
walls for this activity. (Do not bother laminating the posters or making them really
big unless you can do so inexpensively. The posters serve as a chart. They will be
used once.)

Use the Continuous Improvement Continuums (CICs) to understand where your school is with respect to
continuous school improvement, and to determine next steps. The results will provide that sense of urgency
needed to spark enthusiasm for your school improvement efforts.
Be sure each table has a supply of markers, colored dots, and self-stick notes. Do not try to assign any one
group the same color dots. The color of the dots has no particular meaning, and we want to ensure a feeling
of one cohesive organization.

Remember that where your school is at any time is just where it is. Do not worry about being lower than you
thought. The important thing is what you do with this information. Continuous school improvement is a
never-ending process which, when used effectively, will ultimately lead your school, or district, toward
providing a quality program for all students.
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Process Protocol
Hang the enlarged posters of the Continuous Improvement Continuums around the room. Read about
where the Continuous Improvement Continuums came from, that they represent the theoretical flow of
continuous improvement, going from reactive (1) to proactive (5). Have a person available to record the
highlights of the conversation.

Step 1. Establish ground rules for the assessment. We want to make sure everyone understands that the
conversation is safe and confidential. Also clarify why it is important to do this activity.

Step 2. Introduce the first section of the Continuums—Information and Analysis. Ask staff members to
independently read the Information and Analysis Continuous Improvement Continuum and see if
they can recognize where the school or district is right now, with respect to Approach,
Implementation, and Outcome. Ask them to read left to right with a one and move to a five. Keep
the group moving and try to avoid rewording the descriptions of the continuums. Also ask them
to select a whole number, as opposed to a “between” number like 2.5.

Step 3. Direct staff members to walk over to the
Information and Analysis Continuum on
the wall and place a colorful dot where
they believe the school/district is with
respect to Approach, Implementation,
and Outcome. We call this “dot
mocracy.”

Step 4. After everyone has placed her or his dot,
review what you see. Focusing on
Approach, ask for discussion of why staff
thought the school/district was a 1, 2, 3,
4, or 5.

Step 5. After the discussion, if one number is becoming clearly favored, ask if there is anyone who could
not live with this number as a baseline assessment of this school’s or district’s Approach to
Information and Analysis. If no one opposes, write that number on a post- it and place it on the
large continuum to represent the consensus decision of the group. If there is not a number that is
clearly favored after the first discussion, continue the discussion. You can assist if there is a
stalemate by systematically asking what the organization has for Information and Analysis, and
walking through each number in Approach, clarifying what the organization would have to have
to be a specific number. Ask again for a show of hands.

Step 6. Continue with Implementation and Outcome.

Step 7. When consensus on the three sections is complete, ask for the “Next Steps.” What do we need to do
to move up? Or to become the next solid number? (See Coming to Consensus, after Comments to the
Facilitator.)

Step 8. Continue with the next six Continuums. After Information and Analysis, you can usually introduce
two Continuums at a time. (If you are familiar with the Continuums, you could read and dot two
at the same time. You will need to discuss each one separately to list “Next Steps.”) It is effective to
have one-half of the group read one Continuum, place their dots, and then come back and read
the next Continuum, while the other half of the group is reading the second Continuum first,
putting up their dots, and then reading the first Continuum.
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Process Protocol (Continued)

Step 9. As staff members are reading the next Continuum, use the time to type highlights of the
discussion of the just completed Continuum. You will be able to leave the session with a complete
report that summarizes the assessment results that day.

Step 10. Add digital pictures of the assessment charts to the report to watch the staff thinking come
together over time.

Comments to the Facilitator

Make sure everyone knows the emphasis is on consensus and not just a vote. We want everyone to win! We
want the Continuous Improvement Continuums to add a sense of urgency for improvement. To that end,
do not let staff members average their scores or rate themselves too high. Averaging the scores does not
inspire change—especially on the first assessment. If the discussion hangs between two numbers, go to the
lower number, and write solid next steps to become the next number.

Periodic (regular) assessment sessions will help staff see that they are making progress. We recommend
assessing on the Continuous Improvement Continuums at least once a year.

Fall Assessment Spring Assessment
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COMING TO CONSENSUS

Consensus is reached when everyone in the group can buy into, or live with, the
decision without feeling compromised in any way.

Michael Doyle and David Straug

How to Make Meetings Work: The New Interaction Method (1993)

Any group’s goal should be to reach decisions that best reflect the thinking of all group members.
We call this reaching consensus. It is easy to be confused about what consensus is and isn’t, so here
are some guidelines:

Consensus is…
� Finding a proposal acceptable enough that all members can support it; no member

opposes it.

Consensus is not…
� A unanimous vote—a consensus may not represent everyone’s first priorities.
� A majority vote—in a majority vote, only the majority gets something with which

they are happy, while those in the minority may get something they don’t want at
all.

� Everyone is totally satisfied.

Consensus requires…
� Time to discuss ideas.
� The active participation of all group members.
� Good communication skills (listening, clarification, conflict resolution, and

facilitation for both discussion and dialogue).
� Creative thinking and open-mindedness.

How do you know when you have reached consensus? Probably no one will be completely satisfied
with the decision, but everyone can live with it.

Not every decision needs consensus. Your group should decide ahead of time when you will push
for consensus. Decisions that may have a major impact on the direction of the project or conduct
of the team—such as which problem to study, or what ground rules to establish—should belong to
the whole team and be supported by consensus.

Benefits of Consensus
• Decisions are more accurate and usually of higher quality.

• People are more willing to support decisions.

• Disagreement can be explored rather than avoided.

Why Not Vote?
• Voting causes an individual to establish a position. It is difficult for anyone to

publicly change her or his position.

• Voting ignores the opinions of the minority.

• Voting avoids conflict and discussion. Voting denies the group the benefit of
understanding others and the natural synergism created by group interaction.

Figure A-1
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